Historiographical perceptions of early modern politics and government are undergoing a process of rapid reassessment. As a result of ever more detailed research on state-formation in general and the growth of regulatory activities in particular, 1 long-cherished generalisations such as 'absolutism' are being applied with increasing caution. 2 While central governments throughout
also known as Desideria or Petita -to be presented to the Landgrave. Although this customary practice was not formally recognised as a right until 1764, 10 the estates nevertheless managed to put their own interests on the diets' agenda and to contain absolutist tendencies in the wake of the Thirty Years' War with at least partial success. They retained the right to approve taxes and fought an incessant battle against the Landgrave's increasing demands to fund the new standing army. The prince thus sought to ease his financial problems by letting parts of the armed forces to his allies, when they were not needed at home.
11
England, of course, was a much larger state and an independent monarchy (with growing overseas interests) in its own right. Nationwide legislation took the form of 'acts' passed by the 'King in Parliament' after a complex procedure involving consideration of the issues by both Lords and Commons. Here lies a crucial difference between English and German representative assemblies: the former had an institutionalised share in the proposing and passing of laws, the Hessian estates were merely allowed to present their Gravamina at a diet. At the same time, the jurisdictional functions of both Houses allowed Englishmen to play their part in defining and safeguarding the rule of Common Law. 12 Tudor and Stuart monarchs exercised the right to call and dissolve assemblies at their pleasure, 13 but if a parliament was summoned, elections couldat least by the seventeenth century -present opportunities for genuine political debate and involve up to forty per cent of the adult male population. 14 Another striking feature of the English system, 'by comparison with most continental countries, was the wide degree of participation in local government enjoyed by men of humble status'. 15 As there was no host of professional royal officials, middling-sort constables and churchwardens relieved the poor and mended the highways under the watchful eyes of unpaid Justices of the Peace, who were drawn from the ranks of the gentry. All this contributed to a certain local awareness of wider political and administrative issues. 16 Even after the fundamental upheavals provoked by civil war, localised society, where central institutions were by no means limp or powerless, but accountable and kept in check. 17 Whatever the obvious differences in institutional frameworks, franchise and constitutional powers, both Englishmen and their contemporaries in Hesse-Kassel had formal channels to make themselves heard. Gravamina and Landtagsabschiede , as well as bills and acts are thus wellknown to students of representative assemblies in the two countries. Less familiar, perhaps, is another, and arguably yet more prominent, means of informal influence: the drafting of petitions. 18 In spite of its prominence in almost all political cultures, the phenomenon has only recently attracted more extensive scholarly attention; above all through its potential to enable historians to look into people's minds and souls, 19 but also as a key to popular participation in numerous political processes and chronological periods.
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The roots of petitioning reach to Western Antiquity and beyond. 25 It is important to note that they came from people of all social standings, including the very poor and the very powerful, from individuals, corporations and adhoc pressure groups alike. 26 The Imperial Diet, for instance, regularly received Supplikationen from reigning monarchs. Petitioning was thus by no means a sign of poverty or despair, but simply reflected the respective legal and political positions of writers and recipients in a given situation. Both proceeded on the understanding that it was the duty of any Christian authority to take note of its subjects' problems and -in line with the Gospels -to show mercy wherever it could. 27 The sheer volume of petitions, however, soon presented the recipients with very real logistical problems and stretched both their patience and administrative resources. It is quite clear that they monitored the phenomenon with mounting resentment.
28
The popularity of petitioning owed much to the fact that it offered a very flexible means of expressing concern, available in theory at least to everybody at any time, whilst the drafting of
Gravamina was reserved to a small number of delegates in the short time-span before and during a diet. Hessian registers suggest that the central authorities received some 1,000 petitions a year at the end of the sixteenth century and no fewer than 4,000 at the end of the eighteenth (1787).
29
This, of course, was only the tip of the iceberg, as officials were under orders to deal with interventions at the lowest-possible level of the administrative hierarchy. 30 All types of courts, all seigneurial institutions as well as all urban authorities heard written (and oral) requests on a daily basis. In Hesse, however, it does not seem to have been customary to petition the diet, in marked contrast to the situation in Württemberg, Bavaria, Lower Austria or England. 31 The Imperial Diet, a common port of call in the sixteenth century, saw a marked decline in the number of Whatever their subject matter, both English 'humble petitions' and German 'untertänige Suppliken' attempted to flatter their recipients. This apparent emphasis upon deference and submission has led modern interpreters to stress the authorities' discretion or 'grace' and the essentially apolitical and particular character of most of these documents. 39 And yet, while there were, of course, countless pleas by individuals and genuinely impotent subjects, we also find lobbying by influential officeholders, powerful interest groups and urban magistrates. It is the latter we now have to turn to for an examination of the wider and more permanent impact of such initiatives in the early modern state.
(ii)
How exactly could common people influence new laws and regulations? According to contemporary political theory, there was no room for popular participation in the government of the well-ordered police state. Ludwig von Seckendorff identified four restrictions on princely omnipotence: religious autonomy, the equitable administration of justice, the approval of taxes by the estates and the upholding of treaties and agreements. 44 The idea of a limited monarchy was thus rather more common than that of an absolutist regime, 45 and many princes consulted their estates on a voluntary basis. 46 Let us now turn to Hesse to examine these issues in practice. 47 The Hessian estates may have lacked corporate status, independent financial resources, formal legislative competence and their own archive, but they still exercised considerable influence. In return for the approval of taxes they were allowed to present their Gravamina at the diet (also known as the 'communication day'), with the chance to affect its resolutions (Landtagsabschiede) as well as subsequent territorial ordinances (Landesordnungen) and princely edicts. Resolutions passed by the Diet were drafted in the form of contracts and signed and sealed by the Landgrave as well as the estates. Due to their consensual nature they acquired a particularly prominent place in Hesse's constitution. 48 The same applied to the 'fundamental laws' (Landesgrundgesetze), i.e. the mutual agreements between prince and estates concerning important issues such as the settlement of religion, 49 the sale of territory, 50 or the distribution of powers between Landgrave and knights. 51 In addition to major matters of state, however, resolutions also covered other concerns voiced by the estates. The Abschied of the Diet of 1731, in fact, dealt with nothing else but their fifteen Desideria are mentioned as impulses for ordinances, edicts and orders. 63 Between 1764
and 1767, 'initiatives from below' triggered six ordinances concerned with matters as diverse as tithes or brewing, 64 as well as numerous edicts on taxation, urban jurisdiction, fire insurance and many other issues. 65 Further legislative acts were undoubtedly influenced in a similar way without saying so explicitly. 66 Commenting on the sixteenth century in particular, Hans Siebeck credited the estates with a considerable share in the shaping of Hesse's administration, 67 even though many individual Desideria remained unanswered. The 'communication days' acted as filters to produce a condensed version of the most pressing complaints, with minority interests or controversial proposals marginalised as 'particular' rather than general concerns, allowing the Landgrave to play the part of a powerful mediator. 68 The substance of some Gravamina, in contrast, appealed so widely that they became law more or less unaltered. Attempts to renew an ordinance concerning the Jews during the 1730s, for instance, can be traced back to a proposal made originally by the knights and burghers in 1731. In the process, a government draft was rejected, measures devised by the estates were adopted on a temporary basis and the final version of 1739 still owed a great deal to the initiative of 1731. 69 While Jewish affairs were in theory the prerogative of the Landgrave, the estates managed to inject their -anti-Jewish -ideas by means of
Gravamina.
Advanced or innovative ideas, too, were by no means the preserve of the enlightened bourgeoisie. Many originated with the estates, 70 for instance the request for a common law code covering all parts of the Hessian territory (suggested as early as the sixteenth century), 71 the improvement of schooling in 1731, 1754 and 1764, 72 the promotion of manufactures in 1731 and 1764 as well as the economical use of timber and the reduction of ecclesiastical feast days; the estates also called for more 'open government' through the publication of all current ordinances new fire insurance fund, to take a final example, was set up in consultation with town representatives in 1767, as a late response to an initiative taken by the estates in 1731. 74 The Hessian situation was by no means unusual. The compilation of Gravamina had become a very widespread phenomenon in early modern Europe and its effect on legislative processes in territories such as Lower Austria, Hohenlohe or Württemberg, and even 'absolutist' kingdoms such as France, was comparable to that outlined here. 75 English subjects, in contrast, had reached an even more advanced level of influence. Instead of dealing with Gravamina, the Houses of Parliament read 'bills' (documents of draft legislation), which they transformed -in a complex process, involving both Lords and Commons -into 'Acts of Parliament'. Upon closer inspection it is apparent that interventions from town and country could affect almost all stages of the proceedings, with MPs explicitly accepting 'the right of the subject to petition'. 76 The very conspicuous degree of local participation in English central legislation from the late Middle Ages owed much to the fact that the Westminster Parliament discussed not only high matters of state, but also a good deal of 'parochial' business. The statute books are full of acts providing for the building of bridges, the reorganisation of the local ecclesiastical network or the foundation of schools. 77 It was thus important for all parties concerned to put their case to those involved in the legislative process (from the monarch down to the Commons), be it through the mediation of the local MP or by means of a petition presented in person. 78 In both cases proposals from below could take the form of ready-made drafts for particular acts -neither the initiative nor the formulation of a piece of legislation needed to originate with the king or his council.
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The head of state was always an obvious target for the subjects' petitions. May, and as a consequence of the flood of similar complaints the House produced a series of reports and legislative measures against the Company. 107 It has thus been argued that petitioning remained the 'primary weapon' for the promotion of social and political reforms throughout the early modern period. 108 All the more so, as local and regional bodies with legislative competence were subject to the same sort of lobbying.
109
Gravamina, to return to the Hessian case study, are normally distinguished from petitions by the more general nature of their subject matter, but it should be noted that the borderline was not always clear-cut. The former, for instance, could represent a condensed version of many of the latter. 110 If the estates registered a feeling of widespread unease, they had the opportunity to express it at a diet. In England, meanwhile, the growing wave of petitions addressed to the Chancellor played a crucial part in the development of equity jurisdiction in Chancery from the fourteenth century.
Their authors thus provided themselves with a much less formalised forum for litigation than that offered by the established Common Law courts. 128 In Hesse, in contrast, petitions played their part in the abolition rather than the creation of an institution, namely the rural councillors (Landräte, created in 1774) and their urban equivalents, the Commissarii Loci. 129 As a result of Suppliken and complaints from both town and country, 130 the estates called for the 'Wiederaufhebung der Landraths-Funktionen' at the Diet of 1779 (and again in 1786). 131 The criticism of the inefficiency of these officers came from below, 132 and was by no means -as suggested in the Deutsche Verwaltungsgeschichte -a wise insight by the Secret Council. 133 Eventually in 1798 the Landgrave accepted the town delegates' argument 'daß der Nutzen, welchen das Amt der Landraethe gewaehret, nicht durchgängig mit dem großen Kostenaufwand, welchen das Land deshalb tragen muß, im Verhaeltniß stehe', and he abolished the office against the opposition of prelates and knights. 134 As for administrative reorganisations, we have already observed the sort of procedural changes made by the English Parliament over the course of the early modern period. In Hesse, petitioning became the object of specific ordinances (from 1539 through to the late eighteenth century) and was also addressed in the more general regulations for the chancellery. In the latter, it was stated from 1581 that 'alle und jede bey der Regierung einlauffende Supplicationes und Vorstellungen gleich zu anfang der Session distribuiret, und daruff resolviret, die nachher einkommende Exhibita aber auff den andern Rathts-Tag hingeleget werden sollen'. 135 In addition, there were rules about how 'Supplicationes' had to be treated: after they were read out to the council, the Landgrave's deputy asked each member for his opinion, if he considered the matter to be important or uncertain. Clear-cut cases, however, were referred to individual councillors for consideration and a draft response. No more discussions followed, unless other meanwhile, were passed on to the rent chamber. The most important documents, containing matters of principle, reports of serious crimes or complaints against officials, went directly to the Landgrave. 136 According to an edict of 1716 all requests for a reduction or waiving of seigneurial duties had to be forwarded to the prince with a statement by the local officials and a draft resolution by the rent chamber. 137 He also dealt with cases where 'gantze Communen umb moderation ihres monatlichen ContributionsVorschusses nachsuchen', and even with requests for the granting of timber for the repair of public buildings. 138 Furthermore, he reserved the sole privilege to decide upon pardons in criminal cases and appeals for a reduction of the respective penalties.
(iii)
There is no doubting the relative increase in state power over the course of the early modern period. 'Territorialisation' and 'Confessionalisation' remain striking characteristics of these centuries, and 'absolutist' tendencies can be found -at least temporarily -in both Hesse and
England. And yet it is essential to acknowledge the continuing influence of 'popular' initiatives, be it in the ecclesiastical field, where directives from above were modified and adapted in line with local priorities, 140 or -as suggested here -in the political life of the nation. English acts were passed by the 'King in Parliament' and even the Hessian Landgrave had no legislative monopoly, whatever the constitutional theory. The status quo was constantly challenged by popular complaints and suggestions, with many an advanced solution testifying to the existence of 'innovation from below'. Early modern subjects employed a sophisticated range of formal and informal means of influence, from a humble plea to a passing prince to a fully-fledged draft for a particular piece of legislation, in effect anticipating the modern Gesetzesinitiative. 141 In addition a large body of scholarly work, 142 petitions also deserve particular attention. In spite of the deferential tone, they contained a great deal of creative and -at times -explosive potential.
Addressed to a variety of recipients, they contributed to the discovery of problems, to their solution, to the establishment of new authorities and the reorganisation of administrative proceedings. Furthermore, they can throw considerable light on the political, moral and ideological orientation of the humbler members of society. Without petitions, early modern politics would have looked very different indeed.
The phenomenon, of course, survived the demise of the Ancien Régime. 143 Thousands of petitions supported the English electoral reform movement in the years 1828-32 and millions of people put their signatures to those of the Chartists. 144 In Germany, too, petitions were readily used by the early labour movement, before it turned strikes into its most effective weapon. 145 Participants in the constitutional debates of the Vormärz did not only call for a formal right to petition, but actively used the medium to put their arguments forward, 146 pointing to the presentation of Gravamina and Desideria by the German estates as an important historical precedent. 147 Petitions allowed those without full political rights a degree of influence well before they were given more formal instruments to affect the decision-making process. 148 The
